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Statement filed at 4:30pm  

At 4:34am today, a call was placed to 911 reporting a fire at the Laurel Street Bridge in 
Balboa Park, which connects Sixth Avenue to the center of the park, and spans State Route 
163. The San Diego Fire-Rescue Department responded immediately with five engines and 
a truck. State Route 163 and the Laurel Street Bridge were closed to permit access to the 
fire, and the Laurel Street Bridge and southbound 163 still remain closed.  

It has been established that the fire started near the base of one of the columns that are 
located on State Route 163. Water was immediately applied to the fire near the base of the 
column, however, by that point, the fire had already burned upward inside the column and 
had spread into the bridge span under Laurel Street.  

Firefighters on top of the bridge began applying water and salt through 12 manhole covers 
located on top of the span. Challenged by the 40-foot distance between manhole covers, 
Penhall Company, a private contractor, was brought in to jackhammer 22 holes--16 on the 
north side and six on the south side of Laurel Street--into the span to allow greater access 
to the fire. This helped bring the fire under control.  

Around noon, a firefighter was lowered from the top of the span down to the base of both 
effected columns to assess the damage using a thermal imaging search and rescue device 
which locates smoldering hot spots. For the past few hours, firefighters have been 
pumping a sticky, expandable, and biodegradable foam into the columns to put out any 
remaining hot spots and prevent any further fires from erupting. The cause of the fire is 
still under investigation.  

According to a Fire-Rescue Department spokesperson, State Route 163 will remain closed 
for the immediate future. Some of the foam has seeped out of the columns and onto the 
freeway creating a driving hazard, and the roadway cannot reopen until the foam has been 
cleared away and the hazard removed. It is hoped that southbound 163 will reopen later 



this evening. However it may take a few hours before this can be determined.  

Additionally, according to the spokesperson, Laurel Street will be closed indefinitely until 
it can be determined that the bridge is structurally sound. At this point in time it is 
impossible to speculate how long this will be. However, preliminary reports from Caltrans 
suggest that the structural integrity of the bridge has not been challenged. I would expect 
that Laurel Street Bridge will be closed at least for the remainder of today, so if you will 
be attending any events in Balboa Park tonight, you should plan on accessing the park 
from the Park Boulevard side.  

I toured the fire site earlier today with Fire Chief Jeff Bowman and members of his staff. 
They have done an amazing job to contain the fire and have worked quickly to prevent 
more serious damage to the bridge span and its columns. Chief Bowman and his entire 
staff understand the historical importance of this bridge and will continue to work hard to 
protect this valuable city and regional asset.  

I also want to thank the Caltrans crew members, along with workers from SDG&E and 
Penhall Company, for their prompt and exemplary work in attacking this fire. All parties 
involved in fighting this fire have helped prevent a major tragedy, and are to be 
commended.  

I want to assure the residents of Council District Three and the institutions of Balboa Park 
that I will work with all necessary state and local entities to see that the Laurel Street 
Bridge is reopened as quickly as possible once it has been determined that it is safe to do 
so. I will continue to work closely with State Assemblymember Christine Kehoe's office in 
the days ahead to come up with a plan to repair the damage caused by this fire so that the 
ongoing restoration project can be resumed on this historic bridge.  

The Laurel Street Bridge is an important and historic community and regional asset. While 
today's fire is truly unfortunate, we will all work together to promptly reopen it, and 
restore and preserve it for generations to come.  
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